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Prehistory of Chenango County 


Donald A. Windsor 
PO Box 604, Norwich NY 13815 


History begins when someone starts recording it. "Prehistory" is, as the name implies, the attempts to 
figure out what the history could have been before anyone recorded it. With no written records, this 
inference must rely on physical things, artifacts remaining from the activities of people. 


The earliest record actually describing something in what is now Chenango County is 1769 when 
Richard Smith canoed down the Susquehanna River and described the burned hills in Afton 1 pages 81-62, 
So, prior to 1769 is prehistory and after 1769 is history, at least until we find an earlier writing. 


Chenango County was established in 1798 2 page 71, so the correct way to describe the area it now 
covers is to say "what is now Chenango County". This is awkward, so in this article when I refer to 
Chenango County or any of its parts, it should be understood in that context. 


Prehistory of Chenango County is largely the domain of archaeology. But, because the area that is now 
Chenango County was similar to other areas east of us, we can also infer from their historical records. 
For example, the Jesuits never got this far south, but they were close enough (in the Town of Sullivan, 
Madison County) to teach us what they learned about the Native Americans 3, Also, there are old 
maps, diaries, and letters. The prehistory in this essay draws upon both archaeology and history. 


Chenango County has been inhabited by people for at least 6,000 years. We know this because 
archaeologists have found some of the things they left here 4. The very earliest people were the 
PaleoIndians, who moved in following the plants and animals after the most recent glacier melted about 
17,000 years ago > Page 77, 


Not much is known about the Paleo-Indians because whatever they left has long been decomposed, 
except for stones. The fluted "Clovis" projectile point indicates the presence of these people before 
4,500 BC &, but how long before is conjecture. A date frequently bandied about is 10,000 BC. 
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Archaeological Sites 


Theodore "Ted" Whitney's 55 page review is a goldmine of information 7. However, it was written for 
field archaeologists and contains a lot of detail that obscures his broad overview. He presents 22 maps 
and writes about the sites on them. His orientation is very appropriately focused on rivers, because the 
Indians were. Their campsites were usually where a tributary stream runs into a larger stream. Table 1 
shows the rivers and the number of sites that have been discovered along them. 
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Numerating sites is confusing because projectile points and other handcrafted stone works have been 
found all along these streams. By sites, he seems to mean that there were notable concentrations of 
these artifacts. 


Table 1 shows how the 111 archaeological sites reported by Ted Whitney are distributed among the 
three rivers 7, 


Archaeological sites that have been methodically excavated and carefully searched for at least one 
season are called "dug sites". They are usually found by noticing large concentrations of worked stone 
on the surface. Digging is a laborious, time consuming ordeal. The worst part is the awkward 
positions the digger has to contort into. Digging is especially tortuous for older diggers. Digging in 
tree roots and rocks makes it even worse. So, choosing a site to dig is done very thoughtfully. 


Several named dug sites are listed in chronological order according to their earliest dates in Table 2. 
Some of them, such as Jamba and White, were occupied up until their occupants were driven out by the 
invading Euro-Americans in the late 1700s. 


Climate Change 


From a prehistory perspective, the millennial year 1,000 AD is a handy, pivotal benchmark, because it 
occurs within the Medieval Warm Period (900-1250). From then on, both European and North 
American history occurred during the Little Ice Age (1450-1850). We are now in the Global Warming 
era (1950-?). 


The role of climate changes in the rise and fall of human populations is still puzzling, but I mention it 
in this article because some of its effects a so noticeable, such as the obvious effects of short growing 
seasons on food supply. A good overview on why climate change is not to be ignored is presented by 
Geoffrey Parker 8. 


As climate changes, the glaciers melt and freeze. So, in warm periods the sea levels rise and in cold 
periods the sea levels fall. People tend to inhabit shorelines. The vast number of archaeological 
remains that are submerged today, were clearly built during colder periods. 

Table 3 depicts the chronological record of climate changes and prehistory for Chenango County. 


Note how the rises and falls of populations occur at or near climate changes. 
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Iroquois Federation 


The Iroquois Federation originated around 1350 AD 9, in between the end of the Medieval Warm 
Period and the Little Ice Age (table 3). About a century later, the Oneida nation came into being and 
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some of its members inhabited Chenango County 9 pages 117, 123. In 1722 the Tuscarora nation moved up 
here from North Carolina at the invitation of the Oneida. The Tuscarora also inhabited Chenango 
County. 


At the Treaty of Fort Stanwix in 1784, the Oneida yielded their land west of the Line of Property (a 
north-south line from the mouth of the Unadilla River (Sidney, Delaware County, to the Pennsylvania 
border) 10 page 66, 


Even though Chenango County was not heavily populated by the Oneida and Tuscarora nations of the 
Iroquois federation, those tribe members who did live here were displaced by Euro-American settlers. 


Owasco = Pre-Jroquois 


From about 900 AD to 1350 AD Native Americans occupied Chenango County. They were called the 
Owasco 9 pages 8, 111. However, this was not what they called themselves. This name was assigned by 
archaeologists, who now call them the Pre-Iroquois. The name Iroquois was not what they call 
themselves either. Iroquois is a name assigned by the French. The Iroquois call themselves the 
Haudenosaunee 9 page 129, 


Engelbrecht shows 3 Owasco sites in Chenango County in Map 2 on page 2: Airport, Jamba, and 
Bates. In upstate New York, he shows 19 9 page 2, 


Current views have expressed that the concept of the Owasco is bogus and should no longer be used 1°. 


8 
Mound Builders 


The Mound Builders left no stone artifacts, just their mounds. We did have several burial mounds in 
Chenango County but they were destroyed by the early farmers and house builders. Mounds have been 
built by Native Americans, often to bury their dead. But telling a built mound from a natural mound by 
how it looks is not easy. Digging is necessary. If artifacts are seen in woodchuck diggings that is a big 
indicator. Photo 1 shows a confirmed burial mound, but it is in the Town of Brookfield in Madison 
County. A horizontal gravestone of a Euro-American is on top of the mound. Local lore claims that 
Native Americans are buried below 11. 


The most famous mound in Chenango County is the Bates Site in the Town of Greene; this is also a 
dug site 12, 


Several other mounds were once present, but were destroyed by early farmers and house builders. All 
we know about them is what appears in the history literature. Archaeological literature does not 
usually cover them because there is no archaeological evidence to write about. Some of our known 
mounds are listed in Table 4. 


Here is a quote from 1848 42, "In the town of Greene is a remarkable mound, which, before it was 
disturbed by the plough or spade, was about seven feet high, and nearly forty feet in diameter. It 
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contained human bones, flint arrow-heads, and utensils of the natives; and was probably the place 
where the slain of some sanguinary battle had been entombed.” This mound was likely the Bates Site. 
The description could also fit the mound in Pitcher. 


The Adena and the Hopewell were two groups of prehistoric people known as the "Mound Builders". 
They lived in New York State, but I could find no compelling evidence that they were ever in what is 
now Chenango County. Although, perhaps some of our mounds were built by them. 


The Adena existed from 1000 BC through 700 AD. They are purported to be Celts that came here from 
the western part of the Old World, so they may not be Native Americans, who came from the eastern 
part of the Old World. The Hopewell existed from 300 BC through 400 AD. They are purported to 
have come from Japan, which is also in the eastern part of the Old World. Both of these claims have 
been compellingly championed by Frank Joseph 13, 


Cairn Builders 


So many stone cairns are found along the NY+PA border that I proposed calling the group that built 
them the "Cairn Builders" 14. Cairns are also called "stone piles" but these "piles" are not piles at all; 
they are stacked stones, cairns. They are mysterious, because no one knows of any compelling 
evidence of who built them or why. I published an article in 2000 that tried to gather all the available 
conjectures as to their origin 15. 


Six years later I learned of another explanation that I now think is the best, at least for groups of piles 
clustered together. On 26 October 2006, while we met in the Melondy State Forest in Afton, Thomas F. 
Brannon told me that he thought that clusters of piles were Indian fur-trading sites that were placed 
close enough apart so that traders could cover 2 sites in a day. The traders would walk to one site in 
half a day, trade, and then walk to the second site for more trading. They would then camp overnight. 


Although these Indians were prehistoric here, in England, townships are 6 miles square so that a person 
could walk from the center of one town to the center of an adjacent town, do business, and then walk 
back home, all in a single day. Many of our hamlets today are 6 miles apart and some are even half 
that. 


The Afton site has about 3 dozen stone piles within 2 acres. The typical pile is cylindrical, about 5 feet 
in diameter and about 4 feet tall, with a wide variation between the smallest and the largest. 


Southeast of the Afton site is another cluster of piles in the Barbour Brook State Forest, Masonville, 
Delaware County, 7.6 miles away. North east of the Afton site is another cluster of piles in Rogers 
Hollow, Unadilla, Otsego County10.8 miles away. I suspect that a site is in between. See my article on 
clustered cairn sites as marketplaces for more details 14. 


The Indians probably did not measure these distances. They just walked until midday and set up a site. 
This would accommodate delays, such as meandering trails and crossing streams. 
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Dugout Canoe 


In addition to well thought out intentional archaeological projects, serendipitous discoveries provide 
even more information. A great example is Dave Walker's 1946 finding of a dugout canoe hollowed 
out of a large Black Ash log poking up from Deer Pond near Pharsalia Center (Camp Pharsalia). He 
transported it to Norwich. He noticed 2 others, but they were gone when he returned. His canoe was 
dated to 1720 AD 1617. It is still in the Chenango County History Museum. 


Deer Pond has an elevation of 1800 feet above sea level. Most of our archaeological sites are along 
rivers at about 1000 feet, because these are where the corn fields are and the digging is easier. Dave 
predicted that an Indian village would someday be found near Deer Pond. I have been looking, but 

alas, not yet found. 


Indian Castle 


The early Euro-Americans used their own vocabularies to describe what they saw. When they saw 
stockades constructed of vertical logs, they were reminded of castles back in Europe. Some local 
geographic place names still use "castle" in their names, such as Castle Creek, town of Chenango, 
Broome County. 


Our Indian Castle was on the eastern shore of the Chenango River just south of the City of Norwich. It 
was first mentioned as the "Canasowachte Castle" in the survey of the original Twenty Townships in 
1789 18, The Indian population here was active until the settlers arrived. An overview of this Castle 
was recently published by A. Gail Merian 9. 


In 2018 I showed how the name "Canasawacta" was originally the Native American name Ganasowada 
20, So, the original names were Ganasowada Creek, Ganasowada Castle, and the Jamba Flats were 
probably Ganasowada. 


Fort Hill, Oxford 


Fort Hill in the Village of Oxford was a mystery when first discovered. All that we know about it was 
recorded by Dewitt Clinton in 1817, as reported by Hiram Clark in his 1850 History book 2! pages 5-6, 
He described a fort on the east bank of the Chenango River covering 2 to 3 acres and stretching 50 rods 
(825 feet) along the river bank. The fort itself was 30 feet high and fronted 3 rods (150 feet) of steep 
river bank. 


The fort was in a forest when first discovered by settlers. The dead trunk of a large pine tree was over 
50 feet tall, When cut down, 195 rings were counted. Clinton guessed that it was 400 years old. 


Chenango County History Essays 2022 June 18: 1-14 


The tree likely grew after the fort was abandoned. That would place it as earlier than 1417 AD, within 
the Little Ice Age and around the origin of the Oneida in 1450 AD. Chances are that the builders of this 
fort were early Iroquois. 


A similar version of this fort appears in Squire's 1849 book 22,pages 33-34, However, it does not seem as 
detailed as Clark's. Squire was covering all of New York State, whereas Clark covered only Chenango 
County and Clark lived here. So, I favor Clark. 


Landscape 


What did Chenango County look like prior to the invasion of Euro-Americans? Dale Storms and I tried 
to answer this question in 2002 23.24. Early writings by eyewitnesses portrayed this area as all forest. I 
felt that this was misleading because all the hills would have had many streams and beavers would 
have dammed them. After beavers exhaust their food supply and move elsewhere their untended dams 
would burst and their impoundments would revert to streams. The trees would have drowned when 
first flooded and would be quite rotten and down by then, and the exposed mud would quickly become 
a beaver meadow. These meadows would have been plentiful and would have provided non-forest 
environments. 


Fires also open up forests. Natives bumed forests to provide areas for farming and for grasses, forbs, 
and bushes as habitat for animals they hunted. The first description of Chenango County was its burnt 
hills 1. Fires were also caused by lightening. 


Landslides open up patches of land. I experienced a landslide on my section of the Finger Lakes Trail 
on Neff Hill in Bainbridge. After a torrential rain, a hillside about 6 feet deep slid down on an 
underlying layer of blue clay. Trees and other vegetation came along with the land. 


Trails do not pass through open areas because they are difficult to walk in, even when frozen. Trails 
would be in the forest, where the deep shade prevents understory vegetation from growing, allowing 
easier walking. Thus the earliest settlers came in through forests and got the impression that this area 
was all forest. 


8 
1491 


Charles Mann's game-changing book, 1491, came out in 2005 and convinced me that America was far 
more advanced than Europe. Our post-1492 explorers saw the destitute survivors of a massacre caused 
by European diseases, where at least 90% of the native population died 25 pages 55, 99), The Natives had 
no written languages and no mathematics. I suspect they did and ever since I have been looking, but no 
success, yet. The closest I have come is with placements and alignments of stone cairns 26. 
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CONCLUSIONS 


The history of the land that became Chenango County started in 1769. Everything that happened 
before that is prehistory. People inhabited this place for at least 6000 years (4000 BC through 2000 
AD). Who they were and what they did is speculation based on the few artifacts that the inhabitants 
left behind. The closer to the present, the more information we have. What I offer here is just a broad 
overview, however it should provide a useful framework for drilling down deeper. There are hundreds 
of published archaeological reports that display thousands of artifacts. I tried not to get bogged down 
in that overwhelming mass of literature. 
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Table 1. Archaeological sites in Chenango County reported by Ted Whitney 7. 


River Number Map | Number: 
of sites | Numbers 
Unadilla River 41 1-7|16, 20, 22, 24, 26, 27, 28 
Susquehanna River 21 1-4) 30, 32, 33, 34 — 
Chenango River 49| «1-11 36, 38, 40, 41, 42, 44, 45, 46, 48, 49, 50 
| 
Total Sites = 111) 
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Table 2. Some named archaeological sites excavated in Chenango County, listed chronologically. 


amed Sit ‘Earliest Dates |'Towns References 
Bates 1190 AD Greene : —_ 12 page 251 
‘Van-Ness - Dwartz. | 1070 AD Greene 27 pages 13, 15 
White 1000 AD Norwich (28 pages 4-5 
Lynk '850 AD Norwich 29 page 111 
Rogers Center 500 BC | Sherburne 30 pages 4, 14, 22 
Elliott-Lindsey 2,000 BC | City of Norwich 31 page 11 . - 
Jamba 3,000BC Norwich 32 page 21 
Mor-Nor North Norwich 33 
Tamarack 2,400 BC | Preston 34 page 2 
Airport 2,500 BC North Norwich 35 page 21 
Halfway Bridge 2 + - 4,000 BC ‘Norwich+Oxford 36 page 73 
Treadwell Place 
‘Unadilla Valley pre-4,500BC Columbus + New Berlin |30 

+ Guilford 

Stewart-Fuller pre-4,500 BC ‘Sherburne 37 page 9 
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Table 3. Timeline of pivotal events in the land that became Chenango County. 


Climate | Year { Event oe Reference | 
Global Warming ; ; 
1750- future 1939-45 | World War II Almanac 
1914-18 | World War I Alm 
1914 Norwich Village to City 2 page 
1861-65 | Civil War Alm 
1815 Courthouse built 2 page 
1806 Madison County split off 2 page 
1798 Chenango County established 2 page 
1789 Twenty Townships surveyed 18 
1775-83 | Revolutionary War Alm 
1769 Richard Smith begins history 1 
Little Ice Age 1615 First Euro-American in County 38 
1250-1750 1450 Origin of the Oneida Nation 9 page 
1350 Origin of the Iroquois Federation 9 page 
Medieval Warm Period | 1000 | White Site 11 
901-1250 
unnamed 750 | End of Adena 13 page 
/400-900 
Roman Warm Period 39 
250 BC - 400 AD 
Iron Age Cold Epoch 300 BC | Origin of the Hopewell 13 page 
500 BC - 250 BC 
unnamed 1000 BC | Origin of the Adena 13 page 
1000 BC - 500 BC - _ 
unnamed 4 page 
4500 BC - 1000 BC 
| Paleo 4 page 
8000 BC - 4500 BC | _— - 
Ice Age 15,000BC | Glacier melted 5 page 77 
? =~ 15,000 BC 
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Table 4. Mounds in Chenango County. 


Chenango County History Essays 2022 June 18: 1-14 


Mound Names Towns References 

Brisbin Greene _ = Known to the locals but nothing published 
Brookfield Brookfield, Madison County uw 

Unnamed North Norwich 22 pages 176 

‘Unnamed City of Norwich 43 

Ganosawada Norwich 20 + 41 page 53 

Unnamed Greene 11 pages 34 

Unnamed Pitcher Known to the locals but nothing published 
Fort Hill Oxford 21 pages 5-6 

Halfway Oxford 41 pages 51-53 
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